Recent researchers have argued both that there has been change in the way
What the human nature of males and females really consists of ... is a capacity to learn to provide and to read depictions of masculinity and femininity and a willingness to adhere to a schedule for presenting these pictures .... One might just as well say there is no gender identity. There is only a schedule for the portrayal of gender. (Erving Goffman, 1979, p. 8) Adults and children are exposed to gender depictions from a multitude of sources, but perhaps the most ubiquitous and stereotyped portrayals come ~Partial funding for this research was provided by the Academic Senate of the University of California, Riverside. Statistical assistance was provided by Masako Ishii-Kuntz. Research assistance was provided by Kathryn Bigelow, Saralyn Caloff, and Eloy Zarate. We gratefully acknowledge the use of films housed at the UCLA Film and Television Archive. Our thanks to the anonymous reviewers at Sex Roles for their helpful comments. 2To whom correspondence should be addressed at Department of Sociology, University of North Carolina, Greensboro, Greensboro, NC 27412. from television. Since its introduction in the 1940s, television has become so pervasive in the United States that it is preeminent among current purveyors of popular cultural imagery. Over 90 million homes, or 98% of all U.S. households, now have a television set, and over three quarters of those have multiple sets (Comstock, 1991; Kellner, 1990; Signorielli, 1991) . The average U.S. household has at least one television "on" for almost seven hours every day (Signorielli & Lears, 1992) and the typical adult viewer watches over 30 hours of television each week (Bretl & Cantor, 1988) . Since over 20% of the typical broadcast hour consists of commercials, an average American could watch over 30,000 commercials in a year, or over 2,000,000 in a lifetime (Bretl & Cantor, 1988; Comstock, 1991) .
While dramatic in its own right, this familiar litany of figures on exposure to television imagery captures only a part of the pervasive and profound impact of commercial advertising on American society. Both critics and industry insiders acknowledge that the primary purpose of television programming is to create an audience to watch commercials. Advertisers and their clients buy time on television in order to sell products and services to targeted audiences. Television programming, although typically conceived of as entertainment, and occasionally characterized as "art," essentially provides a backdrop for an attractive display of consumer goods. In a direct and fundamental way, television shows are shaped to facilitate a favorable impression of manufacturer, brand, and product (Bagdikian, 1987; Cornstock, 1991; Kellner, 1990) . Not surprisingly, the images of gender presented in television shows tend to conform to the "pictures" of gender presented in commercials. Thus, investigating gender depictions in television commercials tells us something about gender portrayal in the larger medium. Because television "dominates the symbolic environment of modern life," and cultivates common perspectives, documenting trends in television imagery also gives us insight into the shifting meanings of gender in popular culture (Signorielli & Lears, 1992, p. 161; Saco, 1992) .
Content Analyses of Gender Imagery on Television
Two decades of research on television imagery has produced consistent support for the idea that the medium perpetuates rigid gender distinctions. In general, men and women are shown in different settings, performing different activities, and displaying different character traits. Male characters in television shows tend to outnumber female characters by two or three to one, and women tend to be shown as passive, emotional, and dependent on men. Men tend to play more diverse roles on television and male characters tend to have greater depth and complexity than female characters. Most men are pictured as powerful, successful, unemotional, and prone to
